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By Doug McKenney, strength and conditioning coach for the NHL Buffalo Sabres.

Importance of The Warm-up and Stretch
Often times, the warm-up and stretch is something that gets left out when coaches or athletes get behind schedule or simply because there is little understanding of its importance. Every workout from this point forward should be preceded by a very thorough warm-up and stretching routine. It is important to first elevate the muscle temperature so that the muscle fibers and connective tissue (soft tissue) will be more pliable. This is done with the heat generated during low intensity aerobic exercise such as a slow jog (9 to 10 minute mile pace) or riding a bike for 5 to 10 minutes. This principle can be compared to a sponge. When a sponge is dry it can tear fairly easily. But when wet, it becomes very soft and flexible. This also helps to erase the safeguards of the nervous system.

The nervous system has safeguards to protect the muscle from working beyond its capabilities. If the stretching technique is not sound, these safeguards are activated and will not allow the muscle fiber to lengthen. The first objective is to educate the nerves involved so that relaxation can be initiated. This is achieved by allowing a 30-second pre-stretch so that a slight tension is developed in the position of the stretch. At the end of the 30-second pre-stretch, the slight tension placed on the muscle fiber should have disappeared and the muscle is now ready to be lengthened. Quick burst of movement (known as Dynamic Flexibility) only excite the nerves involved and do little to promote long term flexibility or an increase in range of motion. In some cases, the connective tissue of the muscle can be injured and become less flexible. Done at the proper time Dynamic Flexibility has it’s place in training for competitive athletes. During the stretching phase, which is the 2nd 30- seconds slowly lengthen the muscle group involved. If too much tension is developed rapidly, the safeguards of the nervous system will be activated and the benefits of the stretch will be lost. When this happens, slowly back off and let the muscle once again relax and perform the stretch again. The correct procedure is to develop slight tension, let this fade, then continue to achieve a greater range. 

Remember that a tight muscle will not become flexible if the proper warm up and stretching techniques are not followed.

The warm-up and stretching routine needs to become a habitual part of every workout, practice or game. Most rinks do not have bikes, treadmills or stair machines available for the athletes to warm up with prior to games or practices. Many times the locker room space is so small and cramped that it is impossible to perform a warm-up or stretching routine in that space. First and foremost, a time commitment needs to be made. If it is not part of the teams pre-game or practice schedule then make it part of your own schedule. Get to the facility early enough to find the proper space to complete the routine. Finding space in and around the rinks can be very difficult and being creative may be the only alternative.

When you arrive at the rink, if there is no fitness facility available to the athletes, look for a concourse area or stairwell that is not busy. Always pack a jump rope in your hockey bag in the event you cannot find a reasonable amount of space to jog or do stairs as your warm-up. Agility ladders are also easy to pack in hockey bags and these can be used as a warm up. They do not take up a lot of space and you will be surprise at how many of your teammates will join in. This also creates team unity, you and your teammates establish the same routines of warming up and stretching no matter where you are playing or practicing.

Following the 5 to 10 minute warm-up, find a space on the floor anywhere near your locker room area. Carry an extra towel in your bag to lay on the floor. It would be great if you could find a quiet and spacious area but it might not be possible. Do not be concerned about other coaches, players or fans gawking at you while you go through each of your stretches. This is a good time for you to focus on your performance and responsibilities. There are many professional athletes that prepare for games and practices in just this way.

Warm-up and flexibility should not be something you take for granted and just go through the motions with. Make it a habit to prepare yourself for each workout, practice or game by organizing a routine that will provide a proper warm-up for improved flexibility.

WARM-UP AND STRETCHING TECHNIQUE:

1 Elevate temperature of the muscles with a low intensity aerobic exercise (slow

             jog, bike, jump rope, ladder drills).

2 30-second pre-stretch to overcome nervous system safeguards and achieve relaxation.

3 Slowly stretch to increase range. Do not bounce or create tension.

4 Always before and after daily workouts.

For more information on the USA Hockey Coaching Education Program, go to http://www.usahockey.com/Template_USAHockey.aspx?Nav=CO&ID=19344
For more information on the USA Hockey ACE Program, go to http://www.usahockey.com//Template_Usahockey.aspx?NAV=CO_06&ID=19620.
For comments, or suggestions for future topics for “Coaches Clipboard” contact Chuck Gridley at chuckgridley@aol.com.
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